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A B S T R AC T: This paper centers on Gorgias’ relationship with his stepfather 
Knemon. It collates the verses and passages which, read in a new light, show in 
a subtle and suggestive way the young man’s complaints against Knemon, who 
has neglected him and has not helped him to escape poverty. Gorgias’ fate is 
also intertwined with that of the Daughter. As a young man, he is also expected 
by the conventions of New Comedy to get married and produce heirs. Knemon 
is an obstacle to this outcome, as he is a block-character for his daughter’s mar-
riage. However, through his altruism Gorgias manages to gain his stepfather’s 
appreciation and gratitude; through his friendship with Sostratos he also finds 
a bride. On the whole, this paper aspires to prove that Gorgias is not a stock 
type, but a dramatic character with emotions and weaknesses, which bring him 
closer to the audience’s experience. 

At first glance, Dyskolos has an intertwined double plot: on the one 
hand there is the tale of the antisocial and misanthropic Knemon, who 

spends his days toiling in his field. On the other, there is the young Sostra-
tos, who entertains romantic feelings towards Knemon’s unnamed daughter, 
but who has to win over the curmudgeon in order for his love to blossom 
and for the much-desired marriage to take place.1 

* 	 I owe sincere thanks to the anonymous readers of Logeion for their constructive feedback. 
Any shortcomings are of course entirely mine.

1. 	 Schäfer (1965) passim, esp. pp. 75–90, has discussed the double plot, for example, in 
respect to Gorgias’ role in this double plot, he characteristically notes (p. 88): “Damit 
vereinigen sich in Gorgias’ Person die Pflicht des Vaters und der Wunsch des Freundes, 
in ihm kommen Sostratos und Knemon in die größte Nähe, und in dieser Verbindung 
verwirklicht sich in einem flüchtigen Punkt die Einheit der Handlung”. Anderson (1970) 
argues that the Aristotelian theory of characters underlies the characters’ behavior and 
the entire structure of the plot; also, dwelling on Knemon’s hamartia, he makes the inter-
esting point (p. 216) that Knemon’s rejection of the world and the relationship of friend-
ship is actually “a rejection of the best philosophy of his age”.
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Within this context, scholarship to date has mainly examined Gorgias, 
Knemon’s estranged stepson —born to his ex-wife Myrrhine from a previous 
marriage— either as a character who makes Knemon change his worldview 
by unexpectedly rescuing him from his fall into the well, or as a character 
who befriends Sostratos and assists him in achieving his goal of marriage.2 
Thus, attention is mainly focused on the Daughter, whose devotion Pan re-
wards by finding her a suitable husband in the shape of the wealthy young 
Sostratos.

One crucial aspect of Gorgias as a dramatic character is his relationship 
with his stepfather Knemon, who has neglected him even though he lives 
in dire poverty and is clearly in need of assistance.3 In this paper I do not 
aspire to present Gorgias from every angle (for instance, I shall leave aside 
his long encounter with Sostratos in Act ΙΙ, which has been extensively dis-
cussed by previous scholars4). My intention is to focus sharply on Gorgias’ 
relationship with his stepfather and also correlate his fate with that of the 
Daughter. Thus, I shall limit myself to specific verses and excerpts from the 
text which have not yet been appreciated to the fullest extent of their mean-
ing; taken together, these passages show Gorgias in a new light, expose his 
vulnerability in a subtle and suggestive way, and bring him closer to the 
audience’s experience.

In common with his sister, Gorgias has virtues, not least of which is 
his good behavior towards others. As Haegemans has most clearly shown, 
beyond fulfilling his filial duty towards his mother and taking an interest in 
his slave Daos, as the plot progresses, Gorgias helps relatives and friends 
more and more.5 This is one facet of his character that he shares with the 

2.	 Arnott (1964) 110–23 has discussed the relationship between Gorgias and Sostratos dur-
ing their first encounter, focusing on the contrast between their costumes and the young 
farmer’s justified prejudice and sense of inferiority towards a city dandy; Gorgias gives 
him a moralizing but kindly spoken lecture, which shows up his intellectual limitations 
and proves unfair, because Sostratos, though rich, is morally upright. On the contrasting 
presentation of the two youths see also Reckford (1961) 13–14, Ramage (1966) 197–
201, 207–210, Rosivach (2001). Van Groningen (1961) 107–109 speaks of Gorgias with 
admiration, but Ireland (1994) mitigates the positive assessment of the young farmer not-
ing that “Menander has had to produce a skillful balance in his presentation of Gorgias. 
Just as his rustic qualities cannot be expressed in terms too close to those of Knemon, so 
too his friendship with Sostratos must be kept under control”.

3.	 As Traill (2008) 54 succinctly puts it: “If Knemon has abandoned anyone, it is his wife and 
stepson, as he more or less admits when he entrusts kyrieia of his daughter to Gorgias”.

4.	 See, for instance, my note 2; on Gorgias as a dramatic figure in the play in general see 
also the Introduction by Petrides (2026 forthcoming, passim).

5.	 Haegemans (2001); for him, p. 693, Gorgias is the most selfless character in the play.
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Daughter. As the plot thickens, we will see how similar the two children are, 
with the same good-natured character: the Daughter loves her father and is 
overwrought when he falls into the well, while she also cares for the unlucky 
old nurse Simiche, worrying that Knemon will punish her. Similarly, Gor-
gias cancels Sostratos’ order to the slave Daos to join them in the sacrifice at 
the sanctuary, instructing him not to leave Myrrhine alone at home, but to 
see whether she needs anything (617–19).

O’Bryhim assumes that prior to the action, Knemon marries Myrrhine 
because he wants to ensure that while Gorgias is young, no one can live 
in the only other house in the neighborhood, belonging to Gorgias’ father, 
and Knemon can live in total isolation. As soon as Gorgias comes of age, 
he leaves Knemon and returns to his father’s house; in the play itself he is 
adopted by Knemon, thanks to a chance event and the young man’s altru-
ism.6 It is highly probable that Gorgias lived with the difficult man for many 
years and regarded him as his stepfather. In his prologue, Pan says that 
when Knemon married his wife, she was a widow with a young boy (ὑοῦ τε 
κατατελελειμμένου μικροῦ τότε, 16)7 from her previous marriage; when this 
boy grew up and became an adult, and left to live next door on his own, she 
deserted Knemon to live with her son (22–23). We know that in Athens it 
was common practice for a widow to take along her orphaned children to 
her new husband’s home, where she would find a guardian for them; so 
anyone marrying a widow almost inevitably became a stepfather.8 For the 
mother to leave the young Gorgias to grow up alone with the slave Daos is 
improbable for many reasons, one of them being that a slave could not be 
a guardian for a free minor; it seems that Gorgias’ mother did not have any 
free male relatives to take care of him. Thus, it was Knemon who served as a 
father figure, even if we accept that he did not adopt him.

With the caveat that these are fictional characters, not real people, I 
will venture some thoughts and questions that the audience may have as 
they ponder the troubled relationship between father and son unfolding 
before their eyes. After all, the father-son or father-daughter relationship 
is a favorite theme in Menander’s New Comedy, which focuses not only 
on romance but also —or perhaps even mostly— on family. Bearing that in 

6.	 O’Bryhim (2019).
7.	 The Greek text is from the edition by Kassel & Schröder (2022) and the English transla-

tions are by Arnott (1997) unless noted otherwise.
8.	 See Cudjoe (2000) 457 with related bibliography in his n. 625; see also O’Bryhim (2019) 

281 with related bibliography in his n.7.
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mind, during Myrrhine’s marriage to Knemon, did the old man ever look 
on Gorgias as his son, even if any feelings were hidden beneath his difficult 
character? If so, it is not apparent in the play, where it is clearly stated that 
Knemon does not even greet the adult Gorgias. The text is sparse in terms 
of the background to the story. However, Pan uses a very strong word to 
describe how Knemon feels about Gorgias, now a young man: he hates him! 
(ll. 32–34): 

ἀπὸ τούτων ἀρξάμενος τῶν γειτόνων 
καὶ τῆς γυναικός μέχρι Χολαργέων κάτω
μισῶν ἐφεξῆς πάντας.

He detests the whole world, from his wife and neighbours here right to 
Cholargos down there, every single man.

Given that the young man’s field has already been described as neighbor-
ing, it is easy for the spectators to appreciate that Gorgias is the only fairly 
close neighbor Knemon hates in this inaccessible area around the sanctuary 
of Pan (in reality, the sanctuary was located on steep and rugged land, far 
from any houses). Why does he hate him? All things being equal, the young 
man’s hard work on his small plot of land would have earned him the re-
spect of the curmudgeon, as we learn later on that he is the kind of poor, 
hard-working son-in-law that Knemon wants for his daughter. To the old 
man’s credit, of course, he is not looking for a wealthy son-in-law, which is 
also in keeping with the spirit of his subsequent apology, where he reveals 
that he hates soul-destroying profit which corrodes human relationships. 
But we have not reached that point yet — the relationship between the two 
men evolves over the course of the play.

But how does Gorgias himself present Knemon’s stance towards him 
as an adult? Reprimanding his slave Daos for not stepping up to protect 
the Daughter when she was unguarded and had a compromising encounter 
with Sostratos, Gorgias says (ll. 238–42):

Νυνὶ δ’ ὥσπερ ἀλλοτρίου τινὸς
πράγματος ἀπέστης. οὐκ ἔνεστ’ ἴσως φυγεῖν 
οἰκειότητα, Δᾶ᾿. ἀδελφῆς ἔτι μέλει
ἔμοι[γ’]. ὁ πατὴρ ἀλλότριος εἶναι βούλεται
αὐ[τ]ῆς πρὸς ἡμᾶς.
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As it is, you stood aside as if it were none of your business. It really isn’t 
possible to escape family ties, Daos. My sister is still my responsibility. 
Her father may not want to have anything to do with us…

This is Ireland’s translation, which I opted for because Arnott’s rendition 
of line 240 is based on a misreading of the syntax, aligning ἀδελφῆς with 
οἰκειότητα instead of with μέλει. With respect to ἀλλότριος, Arnott trans-
lates the above lines 240–41 in a similar vein: “Her father may not want to 
fraternize with us”. Yet ἀλλότριος is more than that; it can mean the oppo-
site of οἰκεῖος,9 a stranger rather than a relative. (Cf. line 318 where Gorgias 
also says that he is not ἀλλότριος, but the Daughter’s half-brother). In this 
regard, Gorgias states that Knemon chooses not to act as a relative, but to-
wards whom? Himself, his mother and Daos (ἡμᾶς). The exact same words 
are contrasted in the previous lines (ἀλλοτρίου, 238) and οἰκειότητα (240), 
where Gorgias accuses Daos of treating the girl reacting to the situation like 
a stranger. Likewise, later in line 904, the slave Getas states the problem of 
being related by marriage to a difficult man, who will become οἰκεῖος ἡμῖν. 
In these instances, slaves like Daos and Getas as οἰκέται δοῦλοι, members 
of the Greek household, consider themselves or are considered quasi rela-
tives to Knemon. There is also the possibility, though less likely in the first 
instance, that ἡμᾶς is a majestic plural, and that Gorgias only means him-
self. In either case, however, Gorgias considers himself Knemon’s relative, 
even if the old man treats him like a stranger. In a very subtle way Menander 
might also be alluding to the bitterness felt by the young man, as Gorgias 
still sees Knemon as his stepfather, something which will reappear in the 
text later on. 

But let us take the facts from the beginning and focus on the Prologue 
recited by Pan. The god names Knemon, presenting him as a farmer who 
labors unaided in his own field (ἀγρόν, 5) at Phyle. As will become clear 
later in the play, Knemon is poor by choice, since he chooses to work stub-
bornly on his own on a small piece of land, far from the public eye. The 
god then introduces Gorgias, saying that he cultivates a small field (χωρίδιον 
/…μικρόν, 23–24), using a noun with a diminutive ending and an adjective 
that seems redundant to indicate the very small size of the field. He adds 
that Gorgias can barely support three people (οὗ διατρέφει νυνὶ κακῶς / τὴν 
μητέρ’, αὑτόν, πιστὸν οἰκέτην θ’ ἕνα / πατρῷον, 25–27)! He also says that 

9.	 See LSJ s.v. ἀλλότριος ΙΙ.1.
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despite his young age (μειρακύλλιον, 27), this character is a mature young 
man. Pan thus contrasts the larger field with the small plot. So, almost from 
its inception, the play gradually builds on the contrast between Knemon 
and his stepson Gorgias, whom he has abandoned to his fate. 

Furthermore, just like its Latin equivalents adulescens or adulescentulus, 
the word μειρακύλλιον (little lad) creates expectations among seasoned spec-
tators of comedy that he is an eligible bachelor and will therefore most likely 
tie the knot at the play’s end.10 Gorgias in some sense mirrors his sister, who 
is also of marriageable age, though that would have been younger for a girl, 
at around sixteen. Considering that Knemon’s two children are of a similar 
age, the young Gorgias either did not get to know his biological father or 
knew him very little, and after his mother’s second marriage would still have 
been a child, capable of looking on his stepfather Knemon as his father. 

Gorgias’ own marriage is arranged,11 and forms a subplot, taking up al-
most 100 lines, i.e. half of the final Act: roughly what precedes the slapstick 
scenes involving the grouchy old man. What I mean is that the plot strand 
involving Gorgias and his fate which is intertwined with that of his sister, 
is not limited to the verses I will analyse, but extends through much of the 
play.12 In Dyskolos, Gorgias’ marriage not only makes for an even happier 
ending, but also contributes to a sense of justice, both for the Daughter and 

10.	 In Epitrepontes, the μειρακίσκος (128) Kleostratos will marry Chaerestratos’ daughter, actu-
ally in the second marriage (521) of the play. In Samia, the μειράκιον (718) Moschion will 
marry the girl he loves; in Georgos, another μειρακίσκος (47), again named Gorgias, proba-
bly marries in a double wedding on the same day as his sister, at the now lost end of the play.

11.	 For Konstan (1995) 103 Gorgias sees his match as a sensible choice which will unite the 
two households, whereas Sostratos’ marriage is an affair of the heart.

12.	 This is in contrast to Menander’s Perikeiromene, for example, where a double marriage 
involving two siblings is also arranged, but the fate of the young brother is briefly sealed at 
the end of the play, when his father Pataikos simply announces that he intends him for his 
neighbor’s daughter (ll. 1024–26). In other words, Menander chooses to emphasize the 
second of two marriages in some plays and to gloss over it elsewhere, depending on the 
plot in each comedy. A few more examples may help here. In Terence’s Andria, based on 
both Menander’s Andria and Perinthia, the marriage of two sisters is arranged by their 
father, and the young men who are in love with them are torn by their love throughout the 
plot. Heauton timorumenos by Terence, includes the arranged marriages of two young 
men who are not even related, but are close friends; the second marriage is even proposed 
on the spur of the moment, at the end, as a remedy for young Clitiphon’s infatuation with 
and devotion to an expensive meretrix. Sometimes double weddings involve individuals 
who are not only unrelated, but may even be unfree: in Plautus’ Rudens, Daemones mar-
ries off his daughter Palaestra to a free young Athenian, and her friend and companion 
libertine Ampelisca to another ex-slave, loyal to the groom. Double unions are a motif, 
and as the aim is invariably to add to the merriment, they often mark the end of the action.
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for another person who is likeable, honest, and long-suffering.13 The play-
wright chooses to incorporate the second marriage meticulously rather than 
mechanically, throughout the play’s course, initially with small touches and 
allusions, until he devotes extensive references to it in Act V. Though per-
haps not as important as the protagonist Knemon or the lovesick Sostratos 
—who motivates everyone to achieve his goal of marrying the girl he is smit-
ten with—14 Gorgias has the third most significant role in the play, judging 
from the number of lines he is given. However, based on all the evidence 
presented here, it will become clear that far from roughing out his charac-
ter crudely and superficially, Menander portrays Gorgias in depth and with 
care, employing all the tools of high dramatic art to render him.

As mentioned above, Pan rounds off the Prologue to Dyskolos with a 
clear hint that the pious Daughter is to be married to the wealthy Sostratos 
in reward for her piety. But who will help Gorgias? This is a riddle for the 
audience, though perhaps some habitual viewers of New Comedy may spec-
ulate that the arrival of the wealthy Sostratos will also shake things up for the 
destitute farmer. There is no question of Gorgias marrying for love, as he 
himself later states that he has no time for romance (ll. 341–45). Moreover, 
there is no possibility of an arranged marriage, since his former stepfather 
has abandoned him and the young man has no guardian to arrange such a 
marriage, in the way that Demeas does for his son in Menander’s Samia.

If we now compare the Prologue in Dyskolos with that in Plautus’ Aulu-
laria, the difference is immediately apparent. It should be noted that stud-
ies comparing the two focus on the similarities, mainly so as to demonstrate 
that the unknown model of the Latin play was composed by Menander,15 
while overlooking the essential difference. Let us first look at the points of 
contact. In both cases, a god intervenes to rescue a pious but impecunious 
daughter who worships him. In Aulularia the girl offers the house god Lar 
incense, wine, or garlands every single day (23–25), so he reveals a treas-
ure to her father, Euclio, to facilitate her marriage by serving as a dowry. 
Lar then motivates Lyconides, the young man who loves her but has raped 
her, to ask for her hand in marriage out of jealousy, as otherwise he will be 

13.	 The same can be said of Rudens, where Ampelisca, the girl who has suffered alongside Pa-
laestra in their shared slavery is rewarded with marriage for keeping her friend company.

14.	 Schäfer (1965) 34 f.; Zagagi (1979).
15.	 See, for example, Ludwig (1961) 247–48, who notes that the main goal of the plot in Dys-

kolos is for Sostratos to marry the Daughter, overcoming her father’s misanthropic vice, 
just as the goal in Aulularia is for the old man’s daughter to marry Lyconides, having got 
round her father’s avarice.
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beaten to it by his uncle and neighbor, who has likewise been spurred on 
by the god. 

Apart from minor details, the main dissimilarity between the two pro-
logues is that in Aulularia there is no second child like Gorgias, only the 
daughter, so the plot revolves around her and her father alone (and, of 
course, the treasure, which brings the parsimony of the poor and unexpect-
edly lucky Euclio to the surface).16 Aulularia thus has a double plot, one 
concerning Euclio’s character and the other his daughter’s fate.

Returning to Dyskolos, we quoted ll. 241–42, in which Gorgias states 
that despite the alienation and neglect he has suffered from his former step-
father, he still feels that he is the unnamed Daughter’s brother. After all, he 
is her half-brother, and has a duty to protect her from malicious gossip, as 
any moral transgression on her part would also reflect badly on him. He 
thus takes pains to ascertain Sostratos’ intentions towards the Daughter and 
to finally help him out once he has done so. 

We now come to an excerpt that is central to my interpretation. Some 
of the words Gorgias addresses to Sostratos, in order to disabuse him of 
his vain hopes of winning Knemon’s affection, are suggestive of the bitter-
ness he probably seems to feel over the poverty to which his former stepfa-
ther has largely condemned him; it is worth quoting the whole passage (ll. 
327–35):

Τούτῳ ταλάντων ἔστ’ ἴσως τουτὶ δυεῖν 
τὸ κτῆμα. τοῦτ’ αὐτὸς γεωργῶν διατελεῖ 
μόνος, συνεργὸν δ’οὐδέν’ ἀνθρώπων ἔχων, 
οὐκ οἰκέτην οἰκεῖον, οὐκ ἐκ τοῦ τόπου 
μισθωτόν, οὐχὶ γείτον’ , ἀλλ’ αὐτὸς μόνος. 
ἥδιστόν ἐστ’ αὐτῷ γὰρ ἀνθρώπων ὁρᾶν 
οὐδένα. μεθ’ αὑτοῦ τὴν κόρην ἐργάζεται 
ἔχων τὰ πολλά· προσλαλεῖ ταύτῃ μόνῃ, 
ἑτέρῳ δὲ τοῦτ’ οὐκ ἂν ποιήσαι ῥᾳδίως.

16.	 In comparing the Prologue of Dyskolos with that of another work, Plautus’ Rudens, Lloyd 
(1963) 157–58 focuses on how the gods intervene in relation to the pious daughter: in 
the first case Pan helps the girl as a reward for her pietas, while in the second the star Arc-
turus, as the discerner of good and evil actions, helps the girl and punishes the pimp. We 
should again note that the prologue to Rudens does not make any reference to a second 
child, except for Palaestra.



GORGIAS: THE NEGLECTED STEPSON 199

This property of his is worth about two talents, and he farms it still all by 
himself, without a man to help —no family slave, no hired hand from the 
area, no neighbour— it’s all done by him, and him alone. His greatest plea-
sure’s seeing nobody. He usually works with just his daughter by his side. 
To her alone he’ll talk, he wouldn’t easily do that to someone else!

These words have been interpreted as a reference to the famous concept of 
αὐτάρκεια (self-sufficiency), a virtue in Greek thought, but one which takes 
on negative characteristics in Knemon’s case: he tries to earn his living by 
working hard as a farmer, while at the same time avoiding contact with an-
yone other than his daughter.17 The same passage has also been examined 
as evidence that shows, on the one hand, the importance of the character of 
the Daughter for the plot and, on the other hand, Knemon’s close relation-
ship with her, which makes him less repulsive than he appears at the begin-
ning of the play.18 In addition, the lines have been seen as proof that the old 
man is not poor, despite appearances until this point, but lives as poor by 
choice, since his farm is of moderate value and he could afford to employ 
other workers or slaves; we have already been told that he leaves part of the 
land uncultivated to avoid contact with other people.19

However, the words of the young, estranged stepson might hide some-
thing more, especially if we consider who is uttering them. Firstly, Gorgias 
estimates the value of Knemon’s land at two talents, and indeed confirms 
this later to Kallippides, Sostratos’ father, when discussing the betrothal of 
his sister. This seems to be more than a simple calculation made by villagers 
to estimate the value of other farmers. 

Above all, we must remember that Gorgias is Knemon’s closest neigh-
bor, both in the field and in his house on stage. We have already heard Pan 
explain in the play’s opening lines that Gorgias and Knemon farm neigh-
boring fields (ἐν γειτόνων, 25), while their houses are only separated by 

17.	 See, for example, Ireland (1995) 137–38.
18.	 See Handley (1965) 190, Brown (2024) 37–38. Ireland (1995, 138) considers Knemon’s 

relationship with his daughter to be the only mitigating element in Gorgias’ description 
of his anti-social character, but draws a comprehensive picture of the relationship by also 
referring to lines 203–206 (in which the Daughter fears that Knemon might hit her if he 
found her outside their house); cf. Traill (2008) 51–52.

19.	 See Gomme & Sandbach (1973) 187; cf. Handley (1965) 190. Knemon seeks isolation 
continually but unsuccessfully during the play, both in the scenic space and in the ex-
tra-scenic space; his wish thus to turn his house and his field in Phyle into an eremetic 
space is overturned; see Philippides (2025) 100–103.
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the sanctuary.20 We also know that those working in the two fields can see 
each other, which is why Sostratos disguises himself as a farmer to ingrati-
ate himself with the old man, and why Gorgias observes Knemon and his 
daughter when they are talking there. So, when Gorgias complains that 
Knemon chooses to work alone and does not take a neighbor (γείτονα, 331) 
to work with him, the audience can make the connection: they realize he 
actually means that Knemon will not take on his closest neighbor, Gorgias, 
even though he has enough uncultivated land to feed many people. Gor-
gias puts this obliquely, out of humility, probably because he does not want 
to reveal his innermost feelings to Sostratos, a stranger at this point in the 
plot. This does not necessarily mean that there are no other neighbors fur-
ther along the street (although what the audience sees is described as ἐν 
ἐρημίᾳ by Daos in l. 222), but Pan has made specific reference to who the 
neighbors are in this play, and even if there are others, Gorgias has includ-
ed himself among them. Logically speaking, the young man could limit his 
observation to slaves and workers on the land, but he continues to speak of 
neighbors. Why else if not to include himself in those Knemon could hire 
but chooses not to? 

Indeed, if Knemon worked with Gorgias, both his life and that of the 
people he has taken under his wing would improve. So, when we think of 
him toiling where he does, watching his stepfather, can we imagine him not 
entertaining bitter thoughts, lamenting the tiny piece of land he is obliged 
to cultivate? This subtle complaint, if we accept that it is heard briefly on 
stage, is nothing more than a momentary expression of feelings or words 
that we can reasonably conclude Gorgias has repeatedly felt or expressed 
in the past, prior to the drama per se. They are thoughts he may not have 
kept to himself, but may have expressed to Daos or even his mother at some 
point, as he seems to do, admittedly in a veiled manner, in front of Sostratos 
and Daos. Based on this, we can see that Knemon not only shows no inter-
est in acting on Gorgias’ behalf as his former kyrios, but additionally acts as 
a blocking figure standing in the way not only of his daughter but also of his 
stepson ever getting married.21 

As we have seen, Gorgias has already confided his views on the es-
tranged Knemon and his duty towards his half-sister to Daos on stage (ll. 

20.	 Arnott (1997) 187 n. 2.
21.	 Scholars have only seen Knemon as a blocking character in relation to his daughter’s 

marriage. See, e.g., Konstan (1995) 95–96, 99; Haegemans (2001) 680, with further 
bibliography. 
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241–43). Daos is Gorgias’ man, and now Sostratos is gradually becoming 
Gorgias’ friend, to whom he feels he can tell the ugly truth. After informing 
him that any attempt to become Knemon’s son-in-law will be in vain, since 
the grumpy old man will only accept a son-in-law who shares his own out-
look, Gorgias adds (ll. 338–40):

μὴ δὴ πράγματ’, ὦ βέλτιστ’, ἔχε·
μάτην γὰρ ἕξεις. τοὺς δ’ ἀναγκαίους ἔα
ἡμᾶς φέρειν ταῦθ’, οἷς δίδωσιν ἡ Τύχη.

So, my friend, don’t give yourself trouble, it’ll be useless. Leave us to 
bear the burden, we’re his relatives, by gift of fortune!

As I explained earlier, here we should not only perceive Gorgias’ general 
inability to deal with his stepfather’s obduracy, but also the bitterness he 
may feel towards him. Furthermore, Gorgias adds another veiled, bitter re-
flection: Knemon only speaks to his daughter, not to his estranged stepson, 
whom he has excluded from both his field and his life. While he speaks to 
his daughter (προσλαλεῖ, 334), Knemon, as he himself admits remorsefully 
in his later apology, would not even let Gorgias approach the door (τὸν γὰρ 
οὐκ ἐῶντα ἑαυτὸν <καὶ> προσιέναι τῇ θύρᾳ, 724), i.e., the neighboring house 
on stage, nor would he greet him (οὐ προσειπόντ’, 726) (here we are given 
to understand the same applied when they worked in the fields, since they 
worked close to each other), nor did he speak kindly to him (οὐ λαλήσανθ’ 
ἡδέως, 726). Knemon’s lines, especially line 726, reflect Gorgias’ earlier 
statement at line 334, centered on the same verb: λαλέω. This interrelation 
indicates that my interpretation of Gorgias’ words as expressing a concealed 
emotional yearning —namely, a wish for his father to exhibit kindness— is 
justified.

So, of his two children, Knemon communicated only with his daugh-
ter, having completely cut off his stepson. It seems far from improbable that 
Gorgias’ disappointment conceals hidden jealousy towards his sister, as 
Knemon speaks to her and takes her with him, obviously to help him with 
minor farm work in the field. However, it is characteristic of Gorgias’ noble 
character that, despite Knemon’s obvious preference for his daughter, he 
loves her as his sister and cares so much about her fate that he devises a plan 
to make the city dweller Sostratos attractive to Knemon as a groom.

Moreover, Knemon will say in his apologia pro vita sua that he did not 
even help Gorgias (οὐ βοηθήσανθ’ ἑαυτῷ πώποτε, 725) nor was he useful to 
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him in any way (οὐδέν ἡμῖν…χρήσιμος, 728). How could an elderly man 
(living a spartan life by choice) help a young man, except by giving him 
more land to cultivate? In this light, it is worth commenting briefly on 
Knemon’s apology. When Gorgias rescues him from his fall into the well, 
which could have proved fatal, and tells him that he cannot live alone an-
ymore but that they will take care of him for as long as he lives, Knemon 
apologizes — not to his former wife, but to Gorgias! He adopts him and 
gives him exactly half of his field, as the other half is to go to his daughter as 
dowry. 

Just before stating his will,22 while Knemon praises the altruism of Gor-
gias, he utters a puzzling second half of a verse. Unsurprisingly for a Greek 
dramatic text, there are no stage directions to clarify the meaning, nor do we 
have the omniscient narrator of a novel to explain the emotional state of his 
characters, leaving it up to the director to decide how the verse should be 
interpreted. Knemon asks Gorgias (729):

Τί δ’ἐστί, μειράκιον;23

But what’s the matter, young man?

22.	 According to Michel (1963) this is not a will, but a donation inter vivos, because it has 
immediate effect, while Knemon is still alive; this is also more than an adoption, because 
Knemon settles his affairs: he gives half of his estate to Gorgias and half to his Daughter; 
he also demands that Gorgias take care of him in his last years, look after his mother and 
find his half-sister a suitable husband. See also Cavaignac (1960) 368, 370.

23.	 According to Sandbach’s text (1990), which I think makes Knemon’s question more 
emotionally loaded. Kassel & Schröder put the question mark after ἐστὶ and syntactically 
connect μειράκιον with the next phrase: ἐάν τ’ ἐγώ… According to Schäfer (1965) 136: 
“μειράκιον hat als Anrede an der Spitze des Testamentes seinen natürlichen Ort. Nach 
τί δ’ ἐστὶ ist Fragezeichen zu setzen. Hier hat die Rede eine Pause, ehe auf die Betrach-
tungen das Testament folgt. Das Rechte hat schon die ed.pr”; cf. Michel (1963) 287, 
who prints μειράκιον as the beginning of the testament. Yet μειράκιον is not a name, but a 
noun which shows the age of a person (the normal way of addressing a young man in poetry 
and prose is by first name, but age title as μειράκιον is possible as well; see Dickey [1996] 
210–11). One can also find parallels for Sandbach’s syntaxis in tragedy: τί δ’ ἔστιν, ὦ παῖ; 
(Philoct. 896); here also, an older man addresses a younger man. τί δ’ ἔστιν, ὦ γεραιέ; 
(Med. 63), where the nurse addresses an old man. In both tragic instances the addresser’s 
question is expressed with worry, like Knemon’s. In all three instances the addressee is 
denoted by a noun showing his/her age, not by his/her name. Finally, if μειράκιον is taken 
as the beginning of the testament, the syntaxis is rather perplexed, with σ’ being away 
from it and a parenthetical phrase making things more complex. If we do without μειρά-
κιον in the testament, the syntaxis becomes simpler. 
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As Arnott explains: “Knemon now notices that Gorgias is showing signs 
of embarrassment before the words of praise”. In a similar fashion, Ireland 
states that the young man “is looking abashed at the praise”, while Hand-
ley says that the actor impersonating Gorgias “presumably shows signs of 
strong emotion and possibly makes as if to protest — the natural reaction of 
modesty to praise”. Gomme and Sandbach add that Gorgias protests at the 
idea that he is the only person to react with humanity against past slights.24 
All these interpretations are of course valid. But another possibility might be 
that the actor playing Gorgias bows his head or makes some other motion 
or gesture showing that he is touched by his stepfather’s recognition of his 
personal value, of the pride Knemon finally feels for his stepson.

In his apologia the only concern Knemon expresses for his ex-wife is 
when he says that Gorgias will now have more land to take care of her and 
Knemon, something he knew very well was Gorgias’ wish. The old man’s 
words go beyond generalities, focusing on the child he neglected and who 
unexpectedly came to his rescue. Gorgias’ reaction is, of course, to accept 
the adoption, and his touching address to Knemon as ὦ πάτερ (754) in place 
of just the cold name of Knemon in the vocative form before his apology 
(Κνήμων, 691) is certainly not just a polite form of address to an older man 
(this is how, for example, the cook prepares to address Knemon (ll. 493–94) 
when he intends to borrow utensils for the sacrifice at the shrine), but what 
Gorgias probably desperately wanted — to be reconciled with the grouch 
who cruelly alienated him, and call him father.

And here we must pause for a moment. During his apology, Knemon 
is surrounded by his family, at his own request: his daughter, his ex-wife 
Myrrhine, and Gorgias, whom he has just adopted. How is the adoption 
to be understood? And what of the rescue from the well? 25 In my opinion, 
Knemon does not simply acknowledge an act of altruism that Gorgias could 
have performed to help any troubled stranger. Gorgias is not Knemon’s bi-
ological son, and must, according to the rules of Menander’s New Comedy, 
prove that he is worthy of adoption, even if he is not consciously aware of 
the consequences his act will have on Knemon’s worldview. The test comes 
in the form of the rescue, proving that Gorgias is behaving as if he were from 
a noble family (ἀνδρὸς εὐγενεστάτου, 723). 

24.	 Gomme & Sandbach (1973) 245.
25.	 Zagagi (1994) 105 reports that the audience would have expected Sostratos to save 

Knemon, not Gorgias. One, of course, wonders whether he would have been strong or 
practically-minded enough to do so, given the earlier portrayal of him as a soft city-dweller!
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Similarly, in Menander’s Samia (ll. 343–47), Demeas assures himself 
that his adopted son Moschion, who is prudent and respectful towards 
everyone (κόσμιον καὶ σώφρονα, 344), would treat him likewise, as he has 
done until then, as if he had adopted him ten times, not once. Demeas and 
Moschion constantly feel the need to reaffirm their relationship, which is 
governed by insecurity because it is not based on blood.26 Of course, De-
meas has showered his adopted son with unconditional love and materi-
al goods, while Knemon has only shown indifference towards Gorgias and 
condemned him to extreme poverty. Conversely, he must now prove that 
he is a worthy father to Gorgias, and he does so by giving him the material 
goods he has deprived him of. 

Both parents, Demeas and Knemon, do something humiliating for a 
father in ancient Greece: they indirectly apologize to their sons, admitting 
that they were wrong.27 Of course, Demeas clearly says that he has made a 
mistake (ἥμαρτον, 703) in contemplating that his son was capable of hav-
ing a relationship with his παλλακή, while Knemon, expressing the error in 
his thoughts hurries to mitigate it by saying that he may have been wrong 
about one thing (ἕν δ’ ἴσω[ς] ἥμαρτον, 713), in his belief that no one can 
be self-sufficient. All the same, he sincerely regrets his inhumane behavior 
toward Gorgias, going on to describe with remorse how undeservedly he 
treated him.

Later, while chatting with Sostratos, when he hears the name of Kallip-
pides, Gorgias gets all excited (νὴ Δία πλούσιός γ’ ἀνήρ, / <καὶ> δίκαιος 
<καὶ> γεωργὸς ἄμαχος, 774–75: A wealthy man, by Zeus, and a righteous 
one, and unrivalled as a farmer!28). This probably hints at something more 
than what Gomme & Sandbach notice, a touch to Gorgias’ character: his 
admiration for good farming.29 In my opinion, his words might conceal envy 

26.	 See Fountoulakis (2004) 152–53, 186–87, with references to further literature on this 
subject.

27.	 Commenting on Demeas’ earlier remorse at having unjustly suspected Moschion, Som-
merstein (2013) 268, says characteristically: “a notable and somewhat humiliating ad-
mission for a father to make to his son…Even Theseus in Euripides’ Hippolytus, though 
full of remorse for his fatal curse on Hippolytus, never admits to Hippolytus’ face that he 
has wronged him. Hippolytus nevertheless fully forgives Theseus (Eur. Hipp. 1442–43, 
1449–51): Moschion never explicitly forgives Demeas, and as late as 724–25, he is still 
criticizing him”.

28.	 I have changed Arnott’s translation, in agreement with Kassel & Schröder’s decision to 
give line 775 to Gorgias (not Sostratos), continuing the thought he expressed in the 
previous line.

29.	 Gomme & Sandbach (1973) 252.
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(grudging admiration) of another major landowner. This deeper meaning 
is reinforced by a play on words: his name Gorgias, which may evoke the 
word γεωργός,30 helps to identify or rather contrast him with the other farm-
ers, Knemon and Kallippides, who have more land than him. Because these 
words are spoken after Knemon adopts him and gives him half his proper-
ty, the audience will think that the long-suffering young man will now feel 
deep down that he is finally one of the luckiest landowners, even if he only 
has half of a large field. Actually, later, Kallippides, being generous, rejects 
Gorgias’ dowry offer for his sister and leaves him with the entire field (τὸ δὲ 
χωρίον / κέκτησ’ ὅλον σύ, Γοργία, 846–47). Pan takes care of the Daughter, 
while Knemon and then Kallippides secure Gorgias’ finances. The young 
Sostratos, in turn, is the one who completes the expression of human inter-
est and generosity towards a poor and honest farmer, making him his own 
sister’s husband.31 Thus, at the end of the play, Knemon’s two children find 
their rightful place, in the heart of the grouch and in a wealthy new family.

One more minor observation. After Knemon’s apology and Gorgias’ ef-
fective adoption, the weary old man asks to be led inside (εἰσκ]υκλεῖτ’ εἴσω 
με, 758), with a word filled in by conjecture that refers to the ekkyklema. 
Here it is worth remembering that apart from Gorgias and Knemon, Myr-
rhine, the Daughter, and Sostratos are also present on stage. Gorgias stays 
to talk briefly with Sostratos and not leave the stage empty until Kallippides 
arrives. So, the two mute characters, the two women, accompany Knemon 
or rather push the ekkyklema, taking the worn-out old man back to his 
house. Frost correctly observes that all three enter Knemon’s house, as Gor-
gias does later at the end of this Act, and in line 855 of Act V.32 Do they 

30.	 MacCary (1970) 289 notes that the stock-type in Menander named Gorgias is always a 
rustic as his name indicates, and assumes that the actor impersonating him would wear 
the agroikos mask (Pollux’s no. 14); Konstantakos (2005) 24 holds that Menander has 
tried to “ennoble” this ἄγροικος figure by presenting Gorgias’ negative traits like prej-
udice or maladroitness of speech as not laughable, since he has virtues which engender 
the audience’s sympathy. Hard-working but suspicious Gorgias is also compared to Aut-
ourgos in Euripides’ Electra; for associated bibliography see Tsitsiridis (2023) 109, n. 3. 
Petrides (2014) 150–51 notes that at first sight Gorgias is not a comic character, but the 
sluggishness, lust and stupidity associated with his mask is contrasted with the written 
text; thus, Gorgias “is generically destined and ethically predisposed for a life of love, yet 
destitution has turned him to a heksis of loveless toil”. On a different origin of the name 
Gorgias and its healing associations, see Williams (1965).

31.	 According to Schäfer (1965) 64, in Act V Gorgias’ merits will finally be rewarded, and 
he will no longer have a merely functional role in the play, as a helper of Sostratos or 
Knemon; he will thus pursue his own goal, at least in the end.

32.	 Frost (1988) 59.
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enter Knemon’s house solely to care for the weary, injured old man, as Gor-
gias implicitly promised when he told him that they must look after him for 
the rest of his life (ll. 696–97)? Or this is a more permanent resettlement for 
them? Given the play’s open ending, we cannot be sure. But what is impor-
tant is that Gorgias, who was not even permitted by Knemon to approach 
his door, now is welcome to enter his house. 

To conclude, I see Dyskolos as having an intertwined plot, one of its 
strands being about the fate of Gorgias. Sostratos, who is key to the plot, is 
not only concerned with his own marriage, but from a certain point onwards 
also with bettering Gorgias’ prospects. Coming into major or minor conflict 
with the two fathers in the play, Knemon and Kallippides, he succeeds in 
winning over both of them.33 So when Sostratos exclaims that he has man-
aged to arrange a seemingly inconceivable union in the space of a single 
day (ἐν ἡμέρᾳ μιᾷ κατείργασμαι γάμον / <ὃν> οὐδ’ ἂν εἷς ποτ’ ᾤετ’ ἀνθρώ-
πων ὅλως, 864–65), referring, of course, metadramatically to the day of the 
performance, he may only mean his own marriage, for which he mobilized 
a whole host of characters, but in reality the audience will reflect that he 
has also succeeded in arranging Gorgias’ marriage. As I mentioned earlier, 
the young farmer, responding to Sostratos’ question, confessed that he had 
no time to fall in love because of his heavy workload (ll. 341–46). This is a 
problem for a genre in which young people marry when they fall in love, but 
Sostratos successfully overcomes the obstacle and finds Gorgias a wealthy 
bride, who is also his sister, appreciating his character and the friendship he 
has offered.

I hope that the above interpretation, which highlights elements of Gor-
gias’ personality expressed only suggestively and subtly by the dramatist, 
such as hidden complaints or love for an estranged stepfather, is convinc-
ing; the advantage of this reading is that it brings to the fore how Menander 
carves out a character that breaks the mold of a stock figure, endowing him 
with human emotions and weaknesses. It is precisely this literary choice and 
ability to convey the emotions of an everyday person, in a character who no 
longer represents the mythical heroes of tragedy, which vindicated Aristo-
phanes of Byzantium when he asked the famed rhetorical question of wheth-
er Menander imitated life or vice-versa.

33.	 According to Haegemans (2001) 695–96, if Sostratos had not intervened, extreme pov-
erty could have turned Gorgias into a misanthrope like Knemon.
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